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THE TOMBS OF THE ANCIENTS. 



By Rev. A. F order. 
Whitchurch, Hants, England. 



The traveler in eastern lands cannot but be struck with the 
variety of rock-hewn and rock-built receptacles that were pre- 
pared to receive the remains of the ancients. The study of 




ROLLING-STONE AT ENTRANCE TO THE TOMBS OF THE KINGS. 

these tombs is most interesting. In many journeys through Pale- 
stine and Syria I have had the opportunity of inspecting these 
old monuments. If one can believe the stories of the Koran, 
there was a time when man was at a loss to know what to do 
with the dead, for there we read how Cain, having killed Abel, 
became exceedingly troubled in his mind, and carried the dead 
body of his brother about on his shoulders for a considerable 
time, not knowing what to do with it. At last God taught him 
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to bury it by the example of a raven, which, having killed 
another raven in his presence, dug a hole with its claws and 
beak, and buried the dead raven in the ground. This story 
arises, no doubt, from an effort to account for the origin of 
earth burial. 




ENTRANCE TO THE TOMBS OF THE JUDGES, NEAR JERUSALEM. 



But from ruins and excavations we learn that the dead were 
formerly disposed of in other manners also. The most frequent 
way seems to have been to select a solid mass of rock suitably 
located — not difficult to find in Palestine or Syria. Chambers 
were then cut, and along these, niches and receptacles for the 
bodies were hollowed out. Around Jerusalem there are fine 
remains of such work, the best being the Tombs of the Kings, 
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near the Damascus gate, and the Tombs of the Judges, still 
farther north. At the low entrance to the former is yet to be 
seen a rolling-stone by which the entrance to the tombs could 
be closed. Once inside, candles are needed, and one may pass 
from chamber to chamber ; shaft and shelf tombs are visible 




SHAFT TOMBS IN A CHAMBER OF THE TOMBS OF THE JUDGES. 

on every side, all hewn from the solid rock. The Tombs of the 
Kings have places for sixty-one bodies. The different cham- 
bers bear distinct traces of having once been closed by properly 
fitted stone doors. These catacombs or vaults were known, 
according to Jewish tradition, to be tombs as early as the four- 
teenth century, and they were sometimes thought to be the royal 
burial place of the early kings of Judah, from which tradition 
they are still called the "Tombs of the Kings." 
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The Tombs of the Judges are somewhat different, and are 
not complete. The entrance is through a small ornamented 
portal into a vestibule twelve feet wide. Connecting with the 
vestibule are four chambers, with shafts, niches, and shelves 
which could receive sixty bodies each in separate apartments. 
These chambers are assigned by tradition to the members of the 
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COLUMBARIUM AT PETRA. 



Jewish courts of justice, and are still held in great veneration 
by the Jews, who constantly visit them. The amount of labor 
necessary to cut such tombs out of the solid rock must have 
been considerable ; the work was probably done by slaves. 
Rock-hewn tombs abound all through the land, and much of 
interest could be written about them. 

But we must pass on to another mode of disposing of the 
remains of the dead in Roman times, viz., the columbarium. The 
chambers or caves containing these receptacles are usually found 
underground, near large Roman ruins; they are sometimes cir- 
cular in shape, sometimes long and narrow. Around or along 
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the walls are cut out numerous niches like pigeon-holes, in rows 
one above another, oftentimes hundreds in number. These 
openings or pockets were made for the reception of skulls or urns 
of ashes. The writer saw one of these columbaria at Petra, in 




A TOMB TOWER AT PALMYRA. 



which many of the niches were sealed by cement ; unfortunately 
they were so high up that it was impracticable to investigate 
their contents. Visitors to Beit Jibrin may see many fine speci- 
mens of these curious Roman burying places. 

In the Hauran and at Palmyra a still different kind of burial 
was customary. Here we see what was probably the mode in 
the third and fourth centuries of our era. Instead of digging 
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underground, these ancients erected high towers in which the 
bodies of the dead were placed. These towers varied in size, 
according to the number of families who wished to use them, 
or according to the population of the communities. These 
structures were built of solid blocks of stone, and could be 




FAMILY REPRESENTED IN MARBLE UPON A PALMYRENE SARCOPHAGUS. 



enlarged from time to time. In the existing remains of these 
towers today several hundred bodies could be stowed away. 
The chambers were arranged in stories, the ceilings of each 
being finely carved ; and frequently they were ornamented with 
busts of the persons buried in them. Shafts ran from bottom to 
top, and these contained shelves made of thin slabs of stone, on 
which the bodies were placed. Many of these shelves still hold 
mummy clothes and bones. Well-erected stairways led from 
story to story. 

At Palmyra I saw some underground chambers of fine dimen- 
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sions, elaborately decorated in colors and mosaics. These burial 
rooms contained the names and likenesses of those buried 
there engraved on walls of white plaster. Most noticeable of all 
were some very fine white marble sarcophagi of extraordinary 




ABSALOM'S PILLAR, NEAR JERUSALEM. 



size. On each of these was carved a representation of the 
family, the father of which was buried in this splendid tomb. In 
one chamber I counted not less than nine of these beautiful 
sarcophagi, waiting for someone to bring them out into the 
open and thus give people opportunity to see how the dead 
were honored by the Palmyrenes about 300 A. D. A gigantic 
column fifty-eight feet high, standing on a pedestal, bears an 
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inscription in Greek and Palmyrene of the year 450 Seleucidan 
era (138 A. D.) , erected in honor of a family named Alilamos 
which was buried near by. 

Yet another kind of tomb bears testimony to the desire of the 




RACHEL'S TOMB, ON THE ROAD TO BETHLEHEM. 

ancients to perpetuate the memory of their departed. It is the 
monolith, of which I may mention two instances. That known as 
the "Tomb of Absalom, " in the valley east of Jerusalem, is hewn 
out of the solid rock, the substructure being nineteen and a half 
feet square and twenty feet high. The finely modeled super- 
structure is visible above the rubbish which surrounds it to a 
height of forty-seven feet. The Jews of today on passing the 
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tomb throw stones and pronounce curses against it because of 
Absalom's treatment of his father David. Whether the monu- 
ment goes back to the time of Absalom, and is in fact his burial 
place, is an archaeological problem. 

The so-called "Tomb of Rachel," which stands on the west 
side of the road between Jerusalem and Bethlehem, is another 




THREE-STORIED TOMB AT PETRA. 



of the few old monuments marking the last resting-place of those 
who were highly revered by the ancients. In this monument, 
which has features of its own, the burial place is under the dome. 
On special days the Jews go in large numbers to visit the grave 
of "their mother Rachel. " For many centuries the place was 
marked by a pyramid of stones. It is uncertain [cf. I Sam. 10:2) 
whether this can be the actual place of Rachel's burial. 

Perhaps the most remarkable rock-hewn tombs are to be 
found in the ruined city of Petra, in Edom. They probably 
take us back to the second and third centuries A. D., when Petra 
flourished under Roman rule. Although the rocks are of some- 
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what soft consistency, the elaborate elegance with which they 
have been chiseled must have required extraordinary persever- 
ance. Far above the ground in every direction are seen 
entrances to tombs now inaccessible. The grandest of these 
rock excavations is that known as the " Three-Storied Tomb," in 
which each of the two upper stories is adorned with eighteen 
Corinthian columns. The interior of these is plain, the walls 
containing niches and shafts for the reception of bodies. Pyra- 
midal tombs are to be seen on every hand. 

The tomb of Aaron, on Mount Hor, is no doubt of great 
antiquity. Placed on the summit of the mountain, few modern 
travelers ever see or visit it. It is a large structure of roughly 
hewn stones. Hither come Arabs from everywhere to offer 
their sacrifices and to ask the help of the prophet in time of 
need or trouble. The place is in charge of an old man styled 
the "servant of the prophet." To him is given money to keep 
the tomb in repair. 

One cannot but be impressed with the thought and labor 
which were bestowed upon these monuments of antiquity for 
the commemoration and care of the dead. Tombs which have 
survived for many centuries speak eloquently of reverence for 
the departed. As in our own day, however, we observe that the 
costliest monuments were not always erected to those who 
deserved the highest esteem of their contemporaries. 



